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OPINION

FROM CRADLE TO SAVE:
REVOLUTIONARY ACQUISITION

FORCE STRUCTURE ALTERNATIVES
FOR THE 21ST CENTURY

Lt Col Craig Olson, USAF

Military strategists depict a future characterized by the uncertainty of when
and where conflicts will emerge—requiring that U.S. forces be prepared to
engage worldwide, with leading-edge technologies. This challenge cannot be
met without a revolutionary change in the present acquisition force structure.
The services have the tools in hand to meet this challenge; will the Department
of Defense be able to make the needed changes?

“There is nothing more difficult to carry out, nor
more doubtful of success, nor more dangerous to
handle, than to initiate a new order of things.”

—Niccolo Machiavelli

Upon careful analysis of the situation,
CINCPAC decides to seize this opportu-
nity to engage the PACOM Operational Ex-
perimentation Force (PACOM OPEXFOR),
a key component of an “acquisition
renaissance” which has evolved over the
past 15 years. Knowing that automatic
target recognition (ATR) technology has
progressed dramatically in recent years,
CINCPAC immediately tasks the
OPEXFOR commander, whose tightly
coupled joint team of requirements,
acquisition, and operational specialists
will define a requirement and engage with

T he date is October 22, 2015, just
one day after the new commander-
in-chief (CINC), U.S. Pacific Com-

mand (CINCPAC) assumed leadership.
Intelligence sources indicate that China
has been aggressively developing a family
of all-weather precision guided munitions
(PGMs), which they have just begun
producing in significant numbers. This
observation, combined with growing
indications of China’s desire for regional
hegemony, has brought Taiwan to the fore-
front of the PACOM’s (Pacific Command)
security challenges.
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industry to identify suitable emerging
technologies and integrate the appropri-
ate hardware and software upgrades into
existing sea, land, and airborne sensor
platforms.

CINCPAC is aptly impressed as he
observes the self-contained, multidis-
ciplined OPEXFOR team orchestrate a
series of full-blown acquisitions in just 18
months. The CINC will complete his tour,
confident his successor has at his or her
command the first truly robust, theater-
wide, joint combat identification network,
capable of detecting, locating, identifying,
and destroying Chinese assets well before
they enter Taiwanese airspace, effec-
tively rendering China’s PGM inventory
obsolete.

 Though a scenario like this is not
feasible for a major new system such as
the F–22, it is indeed a reasonable goal
for the development, integration, and
initial fielding of the various system and
subsystem hardware and software acqui-
sitions that compose the majority of com-
bat capability improvements.1 Moreover,
to turn such a scenario into reality, it is
absolutely essential that we reevaluate our
present acquisition and operational force

structures. We, in fact, must create an
integrated acquisition and operational
force structure if we hope to organize,
train, and equip our future forces with the
same technological edge they have be-
come accustomed to, thus allowing them
to maintain a decisive advantage over any
adversary in a future characterized by
uncertain threats and rapid technology
change (Gansler, 1998, p. 1).2

This article lays out a path ahead toward
an “acquisition renaissance.” First, how-
ever, I’ll discuss the present state of
acquisition reform and the status of
operational experimentation programs.
Next, three alternative acquisition force
structures will be presented that exhibit
varying degrees of coupling between the
acquisition and operational communities
(Figure 1). The advantage and disadvan-
tage of each alternative will be examined
and a recommendation made as to the
optimum acquisition force structure to
pursue. The discussion will occur exclu-
sively at the strategic level with the
purpose being to challenge the reader to
seriously think through the opportunity for
revolutionary change in our defense
acquisition system. The fine details of the

Figure 1. Proposed Acquisition Force Structure Alternatives
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“Modern acquisition
reform began in the
early 1970s follow-
ing growing public
perception of Penta-
gon mismanagement
during the Vietnam
War….”

ensuing interagency, interservice, and
cross-community changes and implica-
tions would be an interesting subject of a
much more detailed study.

REFORM OR STREAMLINING?
A BACKGROUND OF IMPROVEMENT

Modern acquisition reform began in the
early 1970s following growing public per-
ception of Pentagon mismanagement dur-
ing the Vietnam War (National Security
Decision Making Department, 1998, pp.
4–5).3 While acquisition reform initiatives
in the 1970s and 1980s took place in the
context of a rather predictable threat en-
vironment, more recent initiatives, such
as the Defense Reform Initiative (DRI) of
1997, have attempted to align the defense
infrastructure with a much more dynamic
environment (Defense Reform Initiative,
1997, p. 1).4  Collectively, these types of
initiatives have emphasized an appropri-
ate balance between oversight and effi-
ciency and have been successful in reduc-
ing the cycle time of several noteworthy
programs (“Executive Summary,” 1998).5

Another significant step in acquisition
reform came from the institution of the
advanced concept technology demonstra-
tion (ACTD) program, which has pro-
vided a means of bringing together the
development community with the opera-
tional community to address emerging
technologies as potential solutions to
critical military needs (Gansler, 1998,
p. 8).6

Improvement initiatives have unques-
tionably streamlined acquisition. But has
there been true transformation, or is the
reformed process of today just a modified
relic of the Cold War era?7  Our national

security strategy and Joint Vision 2010
depict an uncertain future and demand
U.S. military forces engage worldwide,
throughout the conflict spectrum, with
leading-edge technologies. This provides
a challenge which simply cannot be met
short of a revolutionary change in the
present acquisition force structure.

The need for a true acquisition revolu-
tion has been captured well by Jacques S.
Gansler, Under Secretary of Defense for
Acquisition and Technology: “We must
modernize our current weapons systems;
develop and deploy the major new sys-
tems and subsystems required for 21st
century operations; and support those sys-
tems efficiently, effectively, and se-
curely—and we
must do all
three of these at
lower cost and
with drastically
reduced cycle
times.”(Gansler,
1998, p. 2) The
traditional ac-
quisition corps,
which will be even smaller in the future,
cannot do this alone.8 It must draw upon
the resources available in the operational
community, where opportunities abound
in a series of operational experimentation
and  demonstration programs now taking
place.

OPERATIONAL EXPERIMENTATION
PROGRAMS

Seeing is believing. More than 400
years ago, Machiavelli recognized this
when he said, “For the reformer has
enemies in all those who profit by the old
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order, and only lukewarm defenders in all
those who would profit by the new order
…who do not truly believe in anything
new until they have had actual experience
of it” (Machiavelli, 1532/1952). Service
operational experimentation programs
initiated within the last few years have just
begun to provide such an opportunity.
Specifically, the Navy’s Fleet Battle
Experiments,9 the Air Force’s Expedition-
ary Force Experiments,10 the Army’s
Advanced Warfighting Experiments,11 the
Marine Corps Warfighting Laboratory,12

and finally, the interservice Joint
Warfighting Experiments,13 are taking
those vital first steps toward institutional-
izing a process of maturing emerging tech-
nologies in operational environments
(“The New Naval War College,” 1998;
Cohen, 1997, p. 42; Lowrey, 1997;
Krulak, 1996, Gansler, 1998, p. 5).

Each of the experimentation programs
has a common goal—providing the capa-

bility to rap-
idly develop
emerging tech-
nologies and
new warfight-
ing concepts
and align them
with new doc-
trine, tactics,
t echn iques ,
and organiza-

tions (Cebrowski and Garstka, 1998;
Krepenivich, 1994).14 As experiments,
failure is not only allowed, it is a key
aspect of success in allowing the system
to be refined in the same environment in
which it will ultimately be used. In simple
terms, evolutionary acquisition is occur-
ring (Secretary of the Air Force, 1998, p.
2).15 The experiments are always built

around emerging technologies and inno-
vative warfighting concepts, and each is
directly linked to Joint Vision 2010. Thus,
they represent the first legitimate attempts
to bring together industry, acquisition, and
operational communities in a single
coordinated effort to advance the art of
war.

With these powerful acquisition reform
and operational exercise tools in the hands
of each of the services, there would appear
to be an almost unlimited potential to
make sure the warfighter receives the right
systems at the right time—like never
before in the history of warfare. Will the
Department of Defense (DoD) embrace
this potential and begin to establish the
appropriate force structure changes as we
enter the 21st century? The discussion will
now turn to alternative acquisition force
structures that could capitalize on these
unprecedented opportunities.

ALTERNATIVE ACQUISITION
FORCE STRUCTURES

Not unlike the rest of our federal
government, the defense acquisition
system is organized to provide an elabo-
rate and necessary means of checks and
balances.16 As such, it has been success-
ful in producing the world’s most effec-
tive and lethal weapon systems. Unfortu-
nately, effectiveness is not synonymous
with efficiency. Even with the reforms
discussed earlier, most would agree that
the present system is still too cumbersome
to be compatible with the rate of technol-
ogy change and the uncertain security
environment of the future. What follows
is a strategic-level discussion of three
alternative acquisition force structures.

“The experiments
are always built
around emerging
technologies and
innovative
warfighting
concepts, and each
is directly linked to
Joint Vision 2010.”
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Each will be examined with respect to its
organizational structure (see notional dia-
grams in the Appendix, Figure 3), as well
as its associated strengths and weaknesses.

ALTERNATIVE I:
ACQUISITION REFORMED FORCE

The first alternative is termed the
acquisition reformed force. As the title
suggests, it is characterized by an evolu-
tionary extension of the present trends in
the acquisition and operational commu-
nities. In the acquisition reformed force,
each community will continue to aggres-
sively pursue improvements in the areas
outlined previously, but they will maintain
a separate and distinct chain of command,
just as they do today.

For the purposes of this discussion, the
acquisition community includes head-
quarters (Pentagon), program office,
research, and industry arms.17 Program
managers continue to report to program
executive officers (PEOs), while support-
ing requirements inputs from the opera-
tional commands. The tour length for the
typical program manager  is longer to
ensure continuity through the acquisition
cycle. It is assumed that defense reform
initiatives have been successfully imple-
mented, allowing business affairs within
DoD to be nearly as streamlined as those
in the civilian sector, resulting in signifi-
cantly reduced overall contract award and
execution timelines when compared to
today.18

Due to a significantly reduced govern-
ment research and development capacity,
the Acquisition Reformed Force will rely
heavily on the civilian sector for innova-
tive technologies. Successful streamlin-
ing has increased the ease of doing busi-
ness with the government, resulting in a

preponderance of healthy competition
from technology-rich vendors of all sizes.
Furthermore, due to the shrinkage of the
acquisition workforce, contractors have
been empowered with the bulk of the
engineering and program management
responsibility. They are “monitored”
rather than “managed” by the program
offices. An evolutionary acquisition ap-
proach is used in many cases, but it is not
common across the services. Personnel
within the ac-
quisition com-
munity will
function basi-
cally as they do
today—geo -
graphically and
service sepa-
rated, with little
awareness of
the intricacies
of each other’s
specialties and requirements.

Like the acquisition community, the
operational community in the acquisition
reformed force has also matured in its
ability to identify new technologies and eval-
uate their suitability. Service OPEXFORs
have been institutionalized and are under
the control of service operational com-
mands. Planning and performing the
experiments is the primary responsibility
of operational test and evaluation (OT&E)
specialists, although they are heavily
supported by the development test and
evaluation (DT&E) community. They occur
approximately once each year and con-
sider technology applications across the
whole spectrum of conflict. Many, but not
all, new technologies are evaluated in the
service experiments (OPEXs). Occasion-
ally a joint operational experiment will

“Successful
streamlining has
increased the ease
of doing business
with the government,
resulting in a
preponderance of
healthy competition
from technology-rich
vendors of all sizes.”
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take place, but for the most part, technolo-
gies are identified and evaluated based on
individual service needs.

As an acquisition force structure for the
future, the primary advantage of the ac-
quisition reformed force is its relatively
low risk.19 Since many of the characteris-
tics of this force structure are just begin-
ning to be apparent today, there will be
few remaining bureaucratic or parochial
hurdles to overcome for it to succeed in
offering at least some improvement in ef-
ficiency.

The low risk is also its primary disad-
vantage, as there is little likelihood for a
dramatic improvement in DoD’s ability to
procure systems faster, better, and cheaper.

Furthermore,
although to a
lesser degree
than in the
past, a distinct
possibility still
exists for the
procurement
of a system
that does not

adequately meet user needs, is unneces-
sarily service-unique, or is not interop-
erable. Finally, future personnel draw-
downs will leave a smaller acquisition and
operator workforce available to support
this structure, leaving the acquisition
reformed force with little choice but to
work harder with less, not unlike the
frustrated forces of today.

ALTERNATIVE II:
ACQUISITION OPERATIONS FORCE

An institutionalized, interagency focus
characterizes the acquisition operations
force. Essentially, this force structure takes
many of the positive aspects of the

acquisition reformed force, and formal-
izes them across the services. It includes
all the acquisition and OPEX initiatives
of the acquisition reformed force, thus
these efficiencies are also present in the
acquisition operations force. Finally, it
brings together most of the acquisition
and operational specialists into a single
organization, under a single commander.

In the acquisition operations force, the
program office is still the focal point of
the procurement process, but it is orga-
nized very differently from today’s pro-
gram offices. A senior military or civilian
program manager  will direct the program,
and he or she will typically be an acquisi-
tion specialist. Though not common, a
program manager  will occasionally come
from an operational background. In a
significant departure from the acquisi-
tion reformed force, the program man-
ager  will report to an appropriate opera-
tional commander instead of the PEO
(e.g., Air Combat Command for the F–22
program).

In light of the huge drawdown in
acquisition personnel highlighted earlier,
the acquisition operations force has
embraced the need for radical restructur-
ing at the program office and Pentagon
level. Program offices will include a mix
of operational specialists to complement
a reduced staff of the typical program
personnel. The operational specialists will
perform the requirements definition func-
tion presently performed within the
operational commands, and they will
assist the acquisition specialists as they
interface with the Pentagon (e.g., program
objective memorandum development).

The Pentagon staff will rely heavily on
increased program office support since
they have taken most of the acquisition

“As an acquisition
force structure for
the future, the
primary advantage
of the acquisition
reformed force is its
relatively low risk.”
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personnel cuts. The PEO and program
element monitor (PEM) staffs will be
merged, and the functions of these staffs
will be shared with the restructured pro-
gram office.20 Finally, there is no longer a
need for separate DT&E and OT&E test
specialists since all test functions will fall
under the program manager.

An evolutionary approach is the stan-
dard practice in the acquisition operations
force—across the services and in all new
acquisition programs. Furthermore, it is
well-understood and accepted by the
defense industry. Consequently, ACTDs
are no longer necessary as a separate
means of quickly demonstrating and field-
ing new technologies. The evolutionary
approach is fully complemented by an
increased emphasis on operational experi-
mentation in comparison to the acquisi-
tion reformed force.21 Service OPEXs
occur at a minimum of twice each year,
and they have a more joint focus. Further-
more, joint warfighting experiments are
the rule rather than the exception, and they
take place at least once every two years.
Finally, successful evaluation of all new
system and subsystem programs in at least
one of the OPEXs is a mandatory exit cri-
teria for advancement in the acquisition
process.

The primary advantage of the acquisi-
tion operations force is unity of command.
A single operational commander oversee-
ing the procurement process offers the
distinct advantage of placing the ultimate
responsibility for the suitability of a
system where it belongs—on a single
person who represents the user. Obviously,
he or she must be supported by a balance
of acquisition and operational specialists.
For example, the operational commander
might have two vice/deputy commanders—

one for operations and one for
procurement. In any case, this approach
should limit the finger-pointing that goes
on today between the acquisition and
operational communities. Moreover,
“requirements creep” will no longer be a
curse. It may even be embraced as an
inherent aspect of an uncertain security
env i ronment
and fully ac-
commodated by
the evolution-
ary acquisition
approach and
f r e q u e n t
OPEXs (Wall,
1998).22  The
evolutionary approach, combined with
fully merged DT&E and OT&E functions,
also offers the potential of dramatically
reducing the overall development time for
a system or subsystem.23

The primary disadvantage of the acqui-
sition operations force is the significant
paradigm shift required for it to be imple-
mented successfully. At present, there is
a clear separation between the acquisition
and operational communities. Operators
typically have little appreciation for the
complexities of acquisition and test, and
this is exacerbated by the lack of opera-
tional experience among the majority of
acquisition specialists.24 Furthermore,
there is often very little interest among
operators in becoming involved in the
acquisition community. Many would
argue that this arrangement is as it should
be, since it provides a necessary balance
to the overall procurement process. This
benefit does not have to be sacrificed, as
a system of checks and balances will still
occur within the acquisition operations
force, but now in a compressed fashion.

“The primary
advantage of
the acquisition
operations force
is unity of
command.”
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A second disadvantage of the acquisi-
tion operations force is an inherently
reduced opportunity for oversight, specifi-
cally the type presently provided by PEO/
PEM staffs and operational command re-
quirements staffs (Gansler, 1998, p. 8).25

Consequently, although systems may be
delivered faster, there is less of a guaran-

tee they will
also be consis-
tently better or
cheaper. Re-
duced over-
sight does not
mean “no over-
sight,” how-
ever, staff size
and composi-
tion will have
to be chosen

very carefully. Other factors to consider
in choosing the optimum Pentagon and
operational command staffs include:

• balancing the authority of operational
commanders with senior Pentagon
acquisition officials regarding
requirements versus budget;

• determining how budget cuts are
spread among programs; and

• deciding where responsibility should
lie for answering congressional
inquiries.

The solutions to these challenges merit
further study, but they should not be con-
sidered insurmountable. Rather, they are
the type of challenges one should expect
with a large paradigm shift.

Finally, the acquisition operations force
still maintains a distance between the

acquisition process and the ultimate
warfighter—the CINC and his forces.
Consequently, there is still a finite possi-
bility of a system being delivered that is
not adequately “joint,” interoperable, or
optimized for the mission at hand.26

ALTERNATIVE III:
ACQUISITION RENAISSANCE FORCE

The final acquisition force structure
alternative to be developed is termed the
acquisition renaissance force. As the name
implies, it represents a dramatic departure
from the present paradigm of procuring
systems. Like the other two alternatives,
it includes the efficiencies of defense
reform and operational experimentation
programs as a standard framework. This
force structure is unique, however, in that
it shifts the focus of acquisition efforts to
the ultimate warfighters, the CINCs of the
Unified Commands, thus providing both
an operational and a joint focus to
procurement.

The simplest way to envision the key
characteristic of the acquisition renais-
sance force is as a self-contained program
office, analogous in structure to that of the
acquisition operations force, but assigned
to the CINC as part of his or her desig-
nated staff (e.g., J-xx). It would be headed
by a flag officer who is supported by
senior program management and
requirements officers from each of the
services. In contrast to the other two
alternatives, these program managers and
requirements officers are no longer
considered specialists, but rather “renais-
sance” professionals with savvy in both
arenas. How is such a broad range of
expertise obtained? It occurs through an
increased cross-flow between the commu-
nities throughout an officer’s career. It is

“Reduced oversight
does not mean no
oversight, however,
simply that staff
size and composi-
tion will have to
be chosen very
carefully.”
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assumed that the great majority of officers
in this force structure begin their careers
as operators, and then branch off into
acquisition-related jobs at the mid-career
point. These officers are then expected to
move between acquisition and operational
positions as they progress in rank. The
experience gained from cross-flow will be
augmented by specific training (e.g., a
short program management or test and
evaluation course taught at the Defense
Systems Management College).

The size of the program office branch
will be dependent on the scope of opera-
tions and the equipment apportioned to the
CINC, but in all cases it would be larger
than the typical program offices today,
since it would likely be responsible for a
wide variety of programs. The acquisition
renaissance force assumes that the evolu-
tionary acquisition approach is fully em-
braced, and a great majority of hardware
and software acquisitions will have a rela-
tively quick cycle time (i.e., less than three
years), commensurate with a CINC’s stra-
tegic horizon.27 The services will main-
tain Title X responsibilities and budgets
to organize, train, and equip their forces.
In addition, a reduced Pentagon staff,
analogous to that in the acquisition
operations force, will also remain in place.
This staff will coordinate with the
Pentagon Joint Staff to determine the
disposition of all acquisitions.

In addition to the program office
branch, the acquisition renaissance force
will also include an OPEXFOR as part of
the CINC’s designated staff, (e.g., J-
xx+1). This branch will include all the test
personnel (who, again, will have mixed
acquisition and operational backgrounds),
and it will be responsible for planning,
executing, and evaluating the results of

each OPEX. In contrast with the other two
alternatives, OPEXs will no longer be
service-unique but rather shared between
the CINCs, as designated by the Pentagon
Joint Staff.

The primary advantage of the acquisi-
tion renaissance force is that it provides
an inherently joint focus while placing the
responsibility for procurement in the
hands of the ultimate user, the warfighting
CINC. The CINC is also the individual
most concerned with the security environ-
ment, and is therefore highly motivated
to ensure the right system is delivered at
the right time. By the same token, opera-
tors will be in-
timately in-
volved in the
acquisition pro-
cess from the
outset, signifi-
cantly reducing
the potential for
a system re-
quirements mis-
match. Another
advantage of
the acquisition
r e n a i s s a n c e
force is the
higher potential of successfully accommo-
dating the drawdown in acquisition spe-
cialists. This alternative fully embraces a
dramatically reduced workforce, and
grooms and trains personnel to best adjust
to it. Furthermore, it provides a means of
more tightly coupling the joint strategic
planning system (JSPS) activities with the
planning, programming, and budgeting
system (PPBS) activities, thus enabling a
closer match between CINC priorities,
program objective memorandum
development, and systems acquisition.

“The primary
advantage of
the acquisition
renaissance force
is that it provides
an inherently joint
focus while placing
the responsibility
for procurement in
the hands of the
ultimate user, the
warfighting CINC.”
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Clearly, the primary disadvantage of the
acquisition renaissance force is risk.
Indeed, it is the highest risk approach of
the three alternatives presented. Although
it offers a framework most likely to
accommodate rapid concurrent develop-
ment of new technologies and appropri-
ate operational systems, it runs the risk of
developing systems too quickly.
Furthermore, since CINCs traditionally
focus out from one to three years, this
approach will tend to deemphasize long-

range plan-
ning. The re-
sult could eas-
ily be subopti-
mum expendi-
ture of funds
on acquisitions
that are short-
term fixes ap-
plicable only
to theater-spe-
cific scenarios.
Allowing the
services to
maintain Title
X responsibili-

ties will provide a means of controlling
this tendency; nevertheless, great care
must be taken to ensure that checks and
balances are put in place between the uni-
fied commands, operational commands,
and the Pentagon staffs.

This approach also requires a huge
paradigm shift, even larger than the case
of the acquisition operations force. Extra
caution must also be exercised as the
traditional program offices are totally
restructured and reassembled underneath
the CINC. Staffs must be sufficiently
streamlined given the available personnel,
but not made so small that program

managers are overburdened with too many
diverse programs. Care must also be taken
to ensure that personnel are adequately
trained to maintain acquisition and opera-
tional expertise, and that enough of these
new “renaissance specialists” are available
for this option to succeed.28 Finally, the
tight coupling with industry achieved by
the other two alternatives will be compli-
cated by this approach simply due to
geographic separation. Therefore, a wide-
spread and robust secure and unsecured
voice, video, and data network will be
essential. It will also require a willingness
on the part of industry personnel to travel
in theater to support their equipment in
OPEXs.

THE TIME FOR AN ACQUISITION
REVOLUTION IS NOW

Having identified the characteristics of
three alternative acquisition force struc-
tures, what remains is a basis upon which
to judge them and recommend a preferred
path toward the future. Many other per-
mutations of the alternatives presented are
certainly possible. Moreover, the strengths
and weaknesses discussed should not be
considered sacrosanct or all-encompass-
ing. They are relative characteristics with
respect to each alternative and only apply
within the context of the grand strategy
and security environment presented. The
three alternatives presented were chosen
simply because they span a spectrum
running from an acquisition, or business-
focused structure, to an operationally
focused structure. As the advantages and
disadvantages of each approach are laid
out, they also tend to occupy ends of a
spectrum (see Figure 2). Therefore, the

“Care must also
be taken to ensure
that personnel are
adequately trained
to maintain
acquisition and
operational exper-
tise, and that
enough of these
new “renaissance
specialists” are
available for this
option to succeed.”
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spectrum can be analyzed with the goal
of choosing an acquisition force struc-
ture most appropriate for the context
presented.

The acquisition reformed force occu-
pies one end of the spectrum as the most
business-focused. It is the lowest risk
approach, but it also has the slowest cycle
time, is the least “joint,” and requires the
largest number of personnel. Finally, it
places the acquisition process furthest
from the warfighter. The acquisition
renaissance force, on the other hand, is
the most operationally focused. It involves
the highest risk, but also has the potential
for the fastest cycle time. Furthermore, it
offers the maximum degree of jointness
and should require the fewest total per-
sonnel. The acquisition operations force
falls on the spectrum between these two,
although not necessarily in the middle.

In the context of the security environ-
ment presented—one of significant U.S.
engagement in a world of high uncertainty,
a broad range of threats, and rapidly

emerging technologies—the key attributes
of an optimum acquisition force structure
are operational focus, rapid cycle time,
and flexibility. Based on this argument,
the acquisition renaissance force would
appear to be the best acquisition force
structure for the future. However, risk
must also be considered, given the
typically risk-averse nature of the U.S.
military. The skepticism likely to be
encountered with this high-risk approach
might make it difficult to embrace, at least
initially. Therefore, the most appropriate
force structure to pursue at this time is
likely somewhat different from the one
presented here, perhaps a combination of
the acquisition operations force and the
acquisition renaissance force.

As already stated, significant further
study is required to work out the details
of any such restructuring. The reader is
again reminded that the purpose of the
argument has not been to focus attention
on the merits of such details, but rather to
encourage a serious consideration of the

Figure 2. Spectrum of Alternative Acquisition Force Structures
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• High risk
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• Fastest cycle time
• Fewest personnel
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opportunity for revolutionary change in
our defense acquisition system. The
time for holding on to old or slightly
modified ways of doing business is past.

An uncertain but dynamic future awaits
the 21st century military leader. It calls
for an equally dynamic approach to
system procurement.

“The only thing harder than getting a new idea
into the military mind is getting an old one out.”

—B. H. Liddell Hart
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ENDNOTES

have had to face these challenges
while undergoing a significant draw-
down in force structure and a declin-
ing budget—two characteristics un-
likely to change without the presence
of a large peer competitor. Some of
the specific characteristics and play-
ers of the early 21st century security
environment will likely include:
emerging democracies, potential com-
peting major powers, rogue actors
with weapons of mass destruction
(WMD), large nonstate criminal or-
ganizations, and increasing economic
and informational interdependence.
Future adversaries probably will not
attempt to directly combat the tech-
nologically superior U.S. military in
a force-on-force sense, but will rather
organize, train, and equip their forces
to fight asymmetrically. Occurring si-
multaneously with these security en-
vironment changes is technology
change at a rate never before wit-
nessed in history. In sum, the future
represents a set of constraints and
opportunities that demand a funda-
mental change in our means of pro-
curing systems.

3. The first DoD 5000-series documents
were written in this time frame. These
provided key guidance in several
areas, including: increased oversight
at distinct acquisition “phases,” a
requirement for Secretary of Defense
approval at three decision milestones
(program initiation, full-scale devel-
opment, and production and deploy-
ment), the use of existing military or

1. The argument will focus on organi-
zational, or force structure, changes
that could institutionalize a dramatic
reduction in the program definition
and engineering and manufacturing
development phases of the acquisition
cycle for typical system and sub-
system upgrades. The length of these
phases for a traditional acquisition of
this type usually ranges from two to
five years, depending on the size and
complexity of the system or sub-
system. This study focuses on an
organizational structure that will
reduce the cycle by at least 50 percent.
The study does not directly address
other potential areas of change, such
as funding availability and stability
(i.e., program objective memoran-
dum development) which, though
considered important, are beyond its
scope.

2. Although we obviously cannot be sure
of the security environment we will
face in the next 10 to 20 years, it is
likely to be dramatically different and
far more dynamic than that provided
by the Cold War. One only has to look
at a short list of the activities in which
the U.S. military has been engaged
since 1990 to confirm that this is al-
ready the case: conventional war in
Desert Storm, humanitarian relief and
urban warfare in Somalia, peacekeep-
ing in Bosnia, the riots in Los Ange-
les, and the recent attack against ter-
rorist facilities in Afghanistan and
Sudan—nearly the entire spectrum of
conflict is covered. Moreover, we
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commercial capabilities to satisfy
mission needs whenever possible, and
minimizing documentation. Many
adjustments to the 5000-series docu-
ments have occurred since then, but
the focus has continued to be
increased efficiency and effectiveness
through such principles as a stream-
lined or reduced number of manage-
ment levels, centralized policy with
decentralized execution, use of pro-
totypes, and operational test and
evaluation. In addition, the Packard
Commission created, among other
things, the defense acquisition boards
(DAB) as a forum for increased over-
sight of programs at major decision
milestones.

4. With respect to acquisition, DRI
focuses on the need for DoD to adopt
the “revolution in business affairs”
which has allowed the American
commercial sector to maintain a
competitive edge in the rapidly chang-
ing global marketplace. Among these
initiatives are more open government-
contractor relationships as well as
greater empowerment of the contrac-
tor, paperless contracting processes,
electronic catalogs, discontinued
printing of all DoD-wide regulations
and instructions (to be made available
exclusively through the Internet or
CD-ROM), and reductions in military
specifications.

5. Before cancellation, the Arsenal Ship
program had demonstrated a 50
percent reduction in acquisition time
for the design portion of the ship
compared to traditional design
approaches. This was primarily

enabled by using industry-led acqui-
sition operating under 110 U.S. Code
Section 845 authority, which gives
industry full trade space and respon-
sibility for the design. In the Joint
Direct Attack Munition (JDAM)  pro-
gram, streamlining initiatives saved
$3 billion in program cost, decreased
production delivery time by 48
months, and increased the warranty
from 5 to 20 years.

6. ACTDs have provided an unprec-
edented opportunity to evaluate
military utility prior to committing to
formal acquisition (usually in a field
demonstration or operational deploy-
ment), while developing appropriate
concepts of operation and doctrine.
Additionally, ACTDs often result in
availability of an asset with a limited
operational capability at the conclu-
sion of the program while production
models are developed. Since 1994, 46
ACTDs have been initiated, and the
first nine were completed in an
average time of about 20 months
(concept to prototyping, assessment,
and fielding of a limited capability).
As would be expected, ACTDs have
resulted in programs that transition to
the formal acquisition process and
programs that were terminated.
Examples include the Kinetic Energy
Boost Phase Intercept (BPI) program
and the Predator unmanned aerial
vehicle (UAV). The BPI ACTD, which
evaluated the affordability, operational
utility, and mission effectiveness of
BPI engagements of tactical ballistic
missiles, was terminated after deter-
mining that it was technically feasible
but not operationally affordable. The
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Predator, an unmanned aerial recon-
naissance platform, was considered
suitable and has actually entered the
formal acquisition process while
continuing to support peacekeeping
operations in Bosnia.

7. The acquisition process in place
during the Cold War produced highly
effective technologies and systems
(e.g., stealth, Joint STARS, PGMs),
but it has not consistently demon-
strated the ability to keep pace with
rapid technology change.

8. Change is all the more critical in light
of the upcoming reduction in person-
nel—124,000 fewer in the acquisition
corps and 12,500 fewer in DoD Head-
quarters (as well as a 20 percent
reduction in the government labora-
tory and test and evaluation infrastruc-
ture by 2005). The cuts in personnel
and reductions in T&E infrastructure
are to be implemented by the Defense
Reform Act of 1997 and the Fiscal
Year 1996 Defense Authorization Act,
respectively.

9. The U.S. Navy is using a series of fleet
battle experiments to turn their 21st
century vision of network-centric
warfare into reality. Specifically, they
are using new information technolo-
gies to combine sensor, command and
control, and engagement grids into a
joint fires coordination network, or
“ring of fire.”

10. The U.S. Air Force has established an
Expeditionary Force Experiment
(EFX) program to complement the
work ongoing at its six battle labs.

They recently completed their first
annual experiment (EFX ’98), which
incorporated new technologies and
concepts into combined live-fly/simu-
lated Air Expeditionary Force (AEF)
with the objective of evolving its core
competencies on a foundation of
global battlespace awareness and
advanced command and control.

11. The U.S. Army has established a
digitized heavy force called the
Experimental Force (EXFOR) to
carry out their Advanced Warfighting
Experiments (AWE), where many of
the Army’s Force XXI information
dominance and dominant maneuver
initiatives are already being tested.

12. The Marine Corps considers its
Warfighting Laboratory one of its
most important initiatives. Through a
series of Sea Dragon tests, they hope
to combine new technology with in-
novative new organizations, doctrine,
and training to create a force capable
of dealing with changing operating
environments. Among those to be
looked at include power projection in
the littoral battlespace, urban warfare,
and crisis response focused on con-
taining or obviating an incipient major
theater war. Furthermore, it is form-
ing a Special-Purpose Marine Air-
Ground Task Force (Experimental) to
begin integrating the ideas generated
in the Warfighting Laboratory with
the overall Marine Corps combat
development process.

13. Though not as robust as the service
experimentation programs, a joint
warfighting program has also been



From Cradle to Save: Revolutionary Acquisition Force Structure Alternatives for the 21st Century

181

established specifically to help
achieve the full spectrum dominance
goal of Joint Vision 2010. A nominal
amount will be invested in joint
warfighting experiments ($23.7
million in fiscal year 1999) to provide
field-demonstrated concepts and
prototypes and to develop tasks, pro-
cedures, techniques, training, and
doctrine that joint forces will need to
realize Joint Vision 2010.

14. The service experimentation pro-
grams are neither operational exer-
cises nor laboratory demonstrations.
Rather, they are experiments con-
ducted by actual operators in opera-
tionally relevant scenarios, often
leaving behind a limited operational
capability for the field. Vice Admiral
Arthur K. Cebrowski, President of the
Naval War College, emphasizes the
importance of operational experimen-
tation in facilitating concurrent devel-
opment of technology, organization,
and doctrine. He states, “In spite of a
ponderous acquisition process,
technology insertion is ahead of and
disconnected from joint and service
doctrine and organizational develop-
ment… A process for the coevolution
of technology, organization, and
doctrine is required.”

Andrew Krepenivich further argues
that because we are in a unique period
of technology change, we may be in
the midst of a revolution in military
affairs (RMA)—a time when techno-
logical change, systems development,
operational innovation, and organiza-
tional adaptation combine to funda-
mentally alter the character and

conduct of war. The details of an
RMA and whether or not we are in
one was purposefully not be debated
here. Such revolutions throughout his-
tory have not been recognized until
after they have occurred. What is
emphasized here is the importance of
timely adaptation of operational and
organizational concepts with technol-
ogy change to allow us to at least reap
the rewards of an RMA, should it
occur—“a dramatic increase—often
an order of magnitude or greater—in
the combat potential and military
effectiveness of armed forces.”

15. Though such an approach is not new
(it has been common in the commer-
cial sector since the 1970s), it has not
gained widespread interest in DoD
until recently. The Air Force is in the
process of formalizing “evolutionary
acquisition” as part of the buildup for
the annual EFX. Also termed “spiral
development,” this process attempts
to more tightly couple the acquisition
and operational communities. It was
initiated in 1996 at the Air Force
Electronic Systems Center. It is an
iterative strategy for command and
control (C2) systems that facilitates
rapid operational assessments of new
technologies, refinement of user
requirements, and fielding of sustain-
able prototypes with operational
utility. It is distinguished from the
ACTD process in that it accepts
requirements and technology change
as key components of systems evolu-
tion, and allows systems to mature via
18-month development increments, or
“spirals,” into fully fielded systems.
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16. The defense acquisition system has
traditionally comprised the planning,
programming, and budgeting system
(PPBS), which determines which sys-
tems will be procured and how many,
and the acquisition management sys-
tem (AMS), which determines how
the systems will be developed and
produced. The PPBS and AMS inter-
sect at the requirements generation
system (RGS), which determines
what systems will be procured and
why.

17. The typical program office consists of
program management, engineering,
contracts, and finance specialists,
similar to today, and it is supported
by development, test, and evaluation
(DT&E) specialists, who may or may
not be located at the same site.

18. This is a critical assumption to the
argument. If defense reform does not
lead to dramatic increases in effi-
ciency analogous to the civilian
“revolution in business affairs,” the
improvements presented here obvi-
ously will not be as significant. The
merits of the Defense Reform Initia-
tive and its probability of success are
topics for another study.

19. For the purposes of the alternative
force structures presented, risk is mea-
sured as a degree of departure from
existing methods of acquisition and
is only meaningful as a relative mea-
sure between the alternatives. The risk
analysis is not meant to be robust, but
rather just one of several elements of
comparison between alternatives.

20. The Joint Requirements Oversight
Council (JROC) and joint warfighting
capabilities assessment (JWCA)
structures will remain in place to
harmonize requirements between
programs and services.

21. The evolutionary approach will have
to be thoroughly documented in a
series of joint instructions and backed
up by revisions to the Federal
Acquisition Regulations (FARs).

22. It could also be argued the increased
number of OPEXs in the acquisition
operations force will be cost prohibi-
tive. However, the potential payback
must also be considered. At present it
is too early to quantify, but the prom-
ise is encouraging. Regarding EFX,
for example, Maj Gen John W.
Hawley, commander of the newly
formed Air Force Air and Space Com-
mand & Control Agency, has said: “If
we learn something from this experi-
ment that allows us to make just one
better budget decision, we’ll likely
save the American taxpayers the cost
of this experiment and much, much
more.”

23. Since evolutionary acquisition is
based on actually fielding incremen-
tal capabilities, the production phase
is effectively shifted to the left. Con-
sequently, since time equates to
money, there is also a significant
potential for cost savings.

24. With the exception of test pilots and
navigators, few people acquire true
expertise in both arenas. Pilots and
navigators from each service usually
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remain in the acquisition corps after
completing either the Air Force or
Navy Test Pilot School. This is not as
true for naval aviators, who usually
return to the fleet. Test pilots and navi-
gators, however, account for a very
small portion of the total acquisition
corps.

25. Time itself can often be a check and
balance, as has been demonstrated by
ACTDs that are not adequately scru-
tinized before being operationally
deployed. The Predator UAV ACTD
is an example of this. It was designed
to demonstrate unmanned aerial
reconnaissance and was actually
deployed to support operations in
Bosnia, but was arguably not opera-
tionally suitable. Although an ACTD
version of the Predator was developed
in minimum time, its sensor suite had
very limited capability, and there were
several maintenance and sustainment
challenges. Operations in Bosnia
demonstrated the need for several
improvements, resulting in many
changes to the production system and
approximately double the cost over
the ACTD version.

26. The “jointness” and interoperability
of the types of system and sub-system
improvements which are the focus of
this study will be heavily reliant upon
the successful implementation of
ongoing defense information infra-
structure/common operating environ-
ment (DII/COE) initiatives, which
should provide common hardware and
software architectures upon which to
place incremental upgrades.

27. Obviously, the CINC program office
branches will not oversee all acquisi-
tions. There will still be a need for
CONUS-based program offices to
handle major systems and subsystem
acquisitions (e.g., Joint Strike
Fighter).

28. To some extent, the Navy already
takes this approach to acquisition
(Navy test aircrews routinely cycle
between operational and acquisition
assignments), so it should be possible
for other services to do the same.
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APPENDIX

Figure 3. Notional Alternative Acquisition Force Structures
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